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“Finally! A book demonstrating how the ancient traditional medical systems of both China and India understood the importance of the gut microbiome. The ancients, along with Hippocrates, declared that all diseases begin in the gut. As part of both the digestive and immune systems, numerous health problems result once these delicate flora are disturbed: autoimmune diseases, food allergies, and cancer, to name a few. Reestablishing intestinal health should be the starting point for the treatment of any disease. The research cited throughout this book corroborates over and over what these ancient doctors described in their texts thousands of years ago. A must-read for anyone interested in getting to the root cause of all diseases.”
MARIANNE TEITELBAUM, 
D.C., AUTHOR OF HEALING THE THYROID 
WITH AYURVEDA
“As a practitioner of Ayurveda and Chinese medicine, I loved how 
Bridgette wove these amazing systems of healing with our modern understanding of 
the microbiome. Cultivating Your Microbiome is a wealth of information 
and practices that will absolutely serve the seasoned health practitioner. 
Remarkably, it is also a book that can be read by anyone interested in improving 
their health and understanding the underlying principles of real well-being. 
Cultivating Your Microbiome is a must-read for all health practitioners and 
enthusiasts alike.”
JONATHAN GLASS, M.AC, AYURVEDIC 
PRACTITIONER AND AUTHOR OF TOTAL LIFE 
CLEANSE
“A fascinating book on the microbiome! Cultivating Your Microbiome combines the recent Western scientific knowledge and the teaching of the several millennia-old Eastern medicines.”
CHRISTOPHER VASEY, 
N.D., AUTHOR OF THE ACID–ALKALINE 
DIET FOR OPTIMUM HEALTH
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Preface
As I put the finishing touches on this book, we are in the midst of the coronavirus pandemic. Last winter, when I first heard a report about a new pneumonia virus in China, I knew that this was going to be bad. I found out everything I could about it. One of the things I have enjoyed most about writing this book, as well as one of its greatest challenges, is how every single day there is new information being published about the microbiome, some of it even contradicting previously accepted truths. This virus is no different. Information on it changes daily, multiple times a day even. Like the microbes that make up our microbiomes, it is everywhere and it affects every human on the planet, directly or indirectly.
As I sat down to write this preface, I asked myself, What is it that I need to tell my readers? Unlike other times when I have asked a question and allowed space for inspiration to arrive, it took only a moment for the answer to come. I want my readers to know how to do something fundamental, something totally different in terms of how they view the body, pathogens, medicine, prevention, and healing. This is something that microbiome science will evolve to make us do. It is what Eastern medicine already does, and it is this: It cultivates our internal environment. My primary message here is to encourage you to recognize your body as part of nature and learn how to tune in to and take care of it in an effort to cultivate your microbiome. Eastern medical traditions focus on cultivating the internal landscape: tilling, weeding, and fertilizing the inner soil of our mucosa and tissue terrains using medicinal substances, foods, and lifestyle guidance geared toward living in harmony with nature and its cycles.
That is what this book is about. That is what treating people infected with coronavirus or any other pathogen is about. We in the Western world could have done better helping people suffering from this virus, and we still can—by utilizing the wisdom and herbal medicine of the Chinese medical tradition. Did you know that the Chinese government officially promoted traditional Chinese medicine for prevention and treatment of COVID-19? Or that it is being used alongside Western medicine in Chinese hospitals? Do you even know what traditional or classical Chinese medicine is? So many people have beliefs that anything from China is bad. They are afraid of Chinese herbs. Maybe they think Chinese medicine is just acupuncture and animal parts. This set of beliefs could be preventing these folks, and others who don’t subscribe to them, from accessing the heart and soul of the medicine: the medicinals themselves.
In researching this virus, I have spent hours and days and weeks and now months following what is being done in China, with Chinese medicine, to help people. Those in the hospitals in Hubei province, where Wuhan is, are receiving Chinese medicine alongside Western treatments. The Chinese herbal decoctions they are receiving are bringing down fevers when the Western medicines are failing. They are helping people get out of the hospital faster and breathe fresh air again. How are they doing this? By supporting the body’s inner terrain. These medicines are helping the body clear the fluids that build up, the dampness, and making the person’s body a less habitable environment for the pathogen. These medicines are cultivating the individual’s inner ecosystem to not only help the body in a state where it is overwhelmed, helping to balance the inflammatory and immune responses, but also to help the body clear the virus and any potential opportunistic coinfections. These medicines are also mitigating the side effects of Western drugs.
There are memes circulating on the internet about the formula the Chinese are using and many people are asking me about this herb or that. There is no one formula. There is no one herb. Do you make a pasta dish with just wheat? Do you bake a cake with only eggs? Do you fertilize soil with only carbon? The environment in every person’s body is different. The inner landscape is different. The amount of fluids, dryness, heat, and cold are different. The strength of the body, the stamina, the immune function, the microbiomes are all completely different. Our microbes live in very specific environments. I often say that the health and diversity of the digestive tract microbiome is dependent upon whether or not we have a “Goldilocks gut”: not too hot, not too dry, not too cold, not too acidic, not too oxygen-rich here or carbon dioxide-rich there, but just right. Chinese herbal medicines and Eastern medicines and lifestyle guidance are designed to make that Goldilocks gut happen.
 This is why Chinese herbs are helping people recover from this coronavirus disease, and why they are endorsed by the Chinese government for treatment and prevention. And because no two inner terrains are alike, no two ecosystems are alike, wherever possible these formulas are being modified to match what the patient needs in each moment. This pathogen is shifty; it changes and appears to ebb and flow. People are presenting with the gamut of symptoms—from upper to lower respiratory, fever to no fever, sore throat or not, to digestive complaints. This pathogen is illustrating like none other in the collective consciousness just how environment-dependent its action is.
Why it generally spares children is also a mystery. I’ve heard a myriad of rationales behind it, but I’m wondering how much it has to do with the childhood gut microbiome. The gut flora of a child under nine years old is much different than that of a teen or an adult. One thing that sets it apart is the amount of bifidobacteria it contains. Bifidobacteria support immunity and help keep the gut wall intact. In infants, especially those who are breast-fed and delivered vaginally, the gut microbiome contains at least 60 percent bifidobacteria, as opposed to less than 10 percent in the adult gut.
These differences in the gut microbiome also almost certainly have something to do with the statistics of older adults and immunocompromised people succumbing more to the virus—getting harsher cases of COVID-19 and even dying. As you’ll learn in this book, a diverse microbiome is considered a healthy microbiome. Science is still catching up when it comes to how the individual’s environment—what we describe as doshas, environmental factors, humors, elements, and constitution—is the bedrock of diversity. So far, science has found that the microbiome changes for the worse as we age, and that those with autoimmune conditions and various other “underlying health conditions” house less diverse microbiomes. Since the microbiome has a direct relationship to immune function, this is no surprise. In Eastern medicine we never overlook the state of the gut when looking at any person, regardless of what pattern or disease state they are presenting with. In fact, balancing the digestion and the ecology of the gut is a primary focus in treating not only most pathogens but any pattern of disharmony, or illness, in general.
Whether or not gut symptoms are a primary complaint, the ancients recognized that without its proper nourishment and function, we’re done. They may not have had a word for the microbiome, but they knew of it and treated it as they saw it. Chinese medicinal herbs are classified according to taste and microbes respond to tastes and act accordingly. Microbes even regulate each other, sometimes based on flavor inputs, which you’ll see by example later in this book. The information contained in an herb formula will activate or inactivate microbes and their processes as well as human cell functions. The information contained in herbal medicines increases or decreases circulation; directs how energy, blood, and fluids flow; builds tissues or degrades substances; regulates the inflammatory response; feeds the beneficial microbes that crowd out pathogens; changes the internal environment; creates mental clarity; balances the nervous response; and supports immunity, just to name a few things.
If you’re on the fence about Chinese medicine, know that practitioners are incredibly well trained in wisdom that goes back thousands of years. In modern times, this wisdom is transmitted in extremely intensive, state accredited clinical training programs. In the United States, licensed Chinese medicine practitioners have completed an average of seven to eight years of undergraduate and postgraduate study, passed a national board exam, and received state licensure. Chinese medicine students do internships in Western medical facilities and spend hundreds, often times over a thousand, hours treating clients and using herbs under the guidance of extremely experienced clinicians—learning contraindications, drug interactions, and herb-herb interactions. In Tibet and as extensions of Tibetan programs abroad, practitioners are trained for four to five years. And in India Ayurvedic doctors are trained for a total of seven years. In China many hospitals have a traditional medicine wing so that both Eastern and Western medicines may be integrated on site. Although acupuncture is also being used in hospitals in China, and some in the West, acupuncture and Chinese herbal medicine are actually two different disciplines. Traditional or classical Chinese medicine is more focused on the herbs and medicinals used for cultivating the body’s environment; it is internal medicine.
If you’re trained in Eastern medicine, I urge you to promote it. We may have missed the boat on helping people with this first wave of novel coronavirus, but let it be a lesson to us as skilled health practitioners for the future. Forget the arguments that patients are noncompliant and won’t take their herbs, or that they just want acupuncture. When people understand the importance of the Goldilocks gut, of cultivating their internal terrain and microbiomes—as they will learn to do over the coming years—they will take their herbs. Spread the word about Eastern medicine now, before the next wave of coronavirus, or whatever, comes down the pike. Do it for when we are in the space between dystopian times, when we have the luxury of focusing on leaky guts and chronic and autoimmune conditions. Educate your patients, contact your news agencies, urge your state organizations to push for widespread acceptance and education of the public about Chinese, Tibetan, and Ayurvedic medicines. Do this now while we can. We know the power of this medicine like no one else. It’s our responsibility—to the medicine, to our fellow human beings, and to ourselves and our integrity as medical practitioners—to promote our medicine.

INTRODUCTION
The Fascinating World of Microbes
The human gut microbiome is likely the hottest scientific topic trending right now. Even those who don’t know the word microbiome are aware of what’s called the gut-brain connection, or the second brain in the gut, and the existence of probiotics. Some may not even know the word probiotics, but will recognize brand names containing what are believed to be beneficial bacteria residing in the gut, and know that certain yogurts contain something said to help the gut as well. What most people may not know is the extent to which scientists are discovering the diverse roles that our inner microbial colonies play in keeping us healthy and happy.
We are emerging from a paradigm in science and medicine that has held the belief that microbes are bad, dirty, or dangerous. Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus, the first to classify microbes in Western science, categorized bacteria under the genus Chaos.1 I specify that he was the first to classify them in Western science, because in Eastern medicine, they and their genes and metabolites have been referred to for thousands of years under various names. We are at the cusp of a new paradigm, or perhaps just the renaissance or revival of an old one, in which the other half of the story on microbes—that they have a good, necessary, beneficial role to play—is finally emerging.
So, what is a microbe? According to David R. Montgomery, Ph.D. and Anne Biklé, authors of The Hidden Half of Nature, a microbe is any microorganism smaller than a millimeter,2 and microbes are responsible for half the weight of living matter on Earth.3 They are everywhere and eat pretty much anything. They exist in unexpected places, including cloud droplets in the upper atmosphere4 and caustic hot springs in Yellowstone National Park. On our bodies they collectively weigh a few pounds. The gut microbiome actually weighs about as much as the brain, which is generally close to three pounds in an adult human. There is roughly a 1:1 split between our human cells and our microbial inhabitants.5 This means that for every human cell in us, there is a microbe. These microbes include bacteria, viruses, archaea, fungi, and yeasts. I suggest we look at what Eastern medicine practitioners call qi or prana—what I call “vitality”—as containing microbes that positively influence our minds and bodies. In the Chinese tradition, “evil qi,” which encompasses the six pernicious influences, or pathogenic factors, of wind, cold, heat, summerheat, dryness, and dampness, may include—and may actually be—harmful microbes, such as the flu virus. Eastern teachings also include words to describe microbes. Chinese medicine uses the word chong, which is translated as “bug.” Ayurveda refers to krimi, or worms, and includes intestinal parasites that are visible to the naked eye, such as pinworm, hookworm, tapeworm, and roundworm; or invisible but recognizable by the signs and symptoms of the infected individual.6
Gut flora, or the microbial gut organ, is responsible for more than we scientifically know at this point, and what we do know about how it works is both overwhelming and limited. It is overwhelming in that there is a constant stream of new information about it daily. This information contains insight into previously unidentified strains, the workings of the strains we are familiar with, how they interact with one another, and how they affect us. All of this information, and the knowledge that certain states are linked to specific microbiome changes or patterns, raises questions about what a healthy microbiome is, what an unhealthy microbiome is, and potential treatments that may be developed in the future. In terms of the human microbiome, scientists admit that at this point they are just beginning to grasp not only who the key microbial players are, but also how they may balance, work with, or operate in opposition to each other.7 This makes our overwhelming wealth of knowledge about the microbiome feel limited because we don’t actually know enough scientifically to use it for healing. We can grasp the microbiome’s potential for curing and preventing disease, but as of yet there are not many developed treatments other than fecal microbiota transplantation (FMT), and limited access even to that.
What we do know is that there is a gut-brain axis through which the gut microbiota—meaning all the microorganisms in the gut—affect moods and overall mental and emotional life, as well as almost all of our bodily functions. The gut microbiome influences our immune function, hormonal balance, cravings, sleep, inflammatory response, digestion, assimilation, and elimination. It breaks down substances we otherwise would be unable to digest and converts them into usable products. Our microbes help our bodies grow; have a molecular “nose” that smell toxins in the environment; break down toxins, including environmental chemicals; and not only make it difficult for bad microbes to thrive, but help to destroy them. They produce vitamins and minerals, for example, B12, and neurotransmitters such as serotonin. They train our immune system, help it recognize beneficial microbes as harmless to the body, help develop the nervous system, and influence our behavior.8 They even play a role in how we respond to vaccines and other therapies.9
As if things aren’t sounding complicated enough, it is not just the microbes themselves we are researching, but their genes, the surface molecules they carry, and the products or metabolites they produce. The gut microbiome alone produces hundreds of thousands of metabolites.10 In fact, many researchers now refer to the microbiome as an organ.11 The results from a recent fecal transplant—a process whereby feces are transferred from a healthy donor to a recipient needing healthy bacteria—were so astounding that one scientist likened it to an organ transplant. As Ed Yong notes in his bestseller I Contain Multitudes, “This makes the microbiome the only organ that can be replaced without surgery.”12
What’s even more amazing is that the microbiome can switch on genes that, for example, create blood vessels or aid in nutrient absorption. Because of this gene interplay, it has an impact on our genetic expression and whether or not predispositions manifest as our reality, and it is not always a favorable reality. The microbiome may adversely affect our genes after a major life stressor, for example, by flipping the switch that activates the gene for celiac disease.
In addition to the “good” bacteria in the gut making our lives more livable, we also have “good” viruses and fungi. No longer can we look at bacteria and viruses only as evils to protect against, as self vs. other. Now we know self is also other, and whether we knew it or not, we need both.
Do you remember being taught in introductory biology that mitochondria, the so-called “powerhouses” of the cell, were ancient bacteria that evolved into organelles—specialized subunits within cells? I do. I remember how unsettling it felt to learn that a major part of me was actually ancient bacteria. Recent studies show the long-accepted mitochondria succession is questionable, but the fact remains that our mitochondria did evolve from a proteobacterial lineage. In addition, genetic information we carry may be ancient virus data we have assimilated into ourselves. This revelation that as our species has evolved we’ve assimilated what we’ve grown to fear and find repulsive in our bodies is a huge wake-up call. We can’t continue to disregard this truth of life—that microbes are essential and we cannot live without them. It is a massive paradigm shift in the way we think. It calls into question the essence of who we are, and with that, our relationship not just to but as an inextricable part of the natural world. This, then, calls into question bigger concepts, such as our impact on the planet and on each other. It comes with an understanding that we as individuals and as a species are intimately connected to the earth, dirt, viruses, bacteria, and fungi—to everything! And everything is a part of us.
Realizing this not only creates an awareness of the inherent respect we should have toward each other and everything in nature, but opens us to the knowledge of the responsibility we have to walk lightly upon the earth. Our body is an expression of, and part of, Earth. As such, we would be well served to not only walk lightly and respect nature and others but recognize that we are nature. We are completely immersed in, made of, inseparable from, and affected by it. This reality is backed by new scientific data proving that everything from how we breathe, to what we eat, to where and how we live has an immediate impact on us, and specifically on the gut microbiome, as well as the microbiome in other places in or on the body.
Yes, that’s right. There are microbial communities not just in the gut, but everywhere. You are not sterile; you couldn’t survive if you were. There are microbes in internal organs, including in the uterine environment where a fetus grows, in every orifice, and all over the skin. You are literally an ecosystem. What’s more, we don’t just harbor these trillions of entities; we also emit them (as depicted in the illustration on the following page). Remember Pig-Pen from the Charlie Brown cartoons, with his permanent cloud of dust and bugs? That’s you and me, and everything that is alive. We are all roaming around shedding our microbial dust clouds, leaving our imprint, literally, on every seat we temporarily inhabit. In doing so we leave a signature of microbial DNA as unique as a fingerprint. We exchange microbes with others in this way, even with our clothes on (researchers in one study even found vaginal bacteria unwittingly left behind on furniture by fully dressed women), and we also breathe them. This gives aura reading a whole new meaning!
In this book we will explore the nuts and bolts of the microbiome, both from the perspectives of modern science and Eastern medicine. We will examine what science actually knows, and what it doesn’t know. We will look at what people are doing to manage and treat microbial imbalances, and whether those tactics are necessary or harmful. I will share everything you need to know about your microbiome and what you can do from a scientific standpoint to understand its health and manage it. Interspersed within this discussion we will explore the microbiome from the perspective of Eastern medicine and practices, and how we can use those teachings to cultivate a healthier environment for the microbes in and on our bodies. That perspective was born from the ancient paradigm of holistic philosophy, which is thousands of years old and holds much wisdom about health and longevity.
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Each of us walks in a unique microbial cloud.
Our current knowledge, research, and management of the microbiome is scarily 
limited. Modern scientists have barely begun to look to Eastern teachings, 
particularly those of India, China, and Tibet, to better inform and guide their 
hypotheses and research. Yet Eastern teachings are chock-full of detailed information explaining the importance of the gut; the role of digestion on the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual health of the individual; and ways to manage gut health. The ancients knew how to diagnose and restore balance to a disordered gut flora; they just called it by other names. Very simply, the Chinese called it “spleen qi,” and in India it was known as agni. The functions of these and other concepts in Eastern medicine relate in part to the function of the microbiome and its metabolites. Even lacking modern tools such as microscopes, Eastern medicine developed the concepts of microbes, pathogens, and pathogen types, and recognized qualities and activities they bring to the body that manifest as distinctive signs and symptoms that can be pathogen specific. Not only that, they developed sophisticated means to successfully treat disorders caused by these pathogens.
There are many instances where Western science has only in the past decade recognized structures in the human body that have been talked about by the Chinese for more than 2,000 years. Western scientists now recognize that these structures exist and have officially classified one as an organ, yet speculate as to the full purpose of its function. Chinese medicine doctors have known the newly recognized organs and structures in the body as well as the functions of the microbiome for millennia. For two of the newly recognized structures, they know not only their structure as in modern science, but also their function. They know how they work, what they’re for, their role in health and disease, how diseases are stored in or travel through them, their relationships to the rest of the body, and how to treat their imbalances, or imbalances of other bodily tissues utilizing them.
In Chinese medicine, there is an organ in the body called the san jiao, or triple burner, or triple warmer. It is fascinating to anyone learning Chinese medicine, and is as responsible for the health of mind and body as any other major organ system. I believe one aspect of it, in addition to its correlation to the recently “discovered” interstitium (the fluid-filled spaces in between tissues), has to do with the microbiome and its metabolites. I also believe this microbial organ is connected with the fascia (connective tissue), circulatory system, cerebrospinal fluid, meninges, and lymphatic system, as a means to transport metabolites and for communication. From what I can gather, they all work together in one interconnected, vital fluid dance of balance.
Related to the san jiao in Chinese medicine is the mo yuan. Roughly this translates to “membrane source.” Housed in the abdominal cavity and closely associated with the san jiao, this structure—which I equate to being the mesentery and omentum—was recognized as an organ by modern science in just the last few years. Scientists are now researching what it does and how, although Eastern medicine teachings already have some of that information. Again, it relates in part to the microbiome. This will be discussed more fully in chapter 4.
Similarly, Indian Ayurveda practitioners have known for millennia that most disease starts in the gut. Like their Chinese medicine peers, they have elaborate formulas for regulating gut health, and highly evolved yet simple dietary guidelines that anyone can follow to reestablish healthy digestive functioning. And if you think the digestive system doesn’t take precedence over other bodily systems, imagine how you’d feel if you were looking forward to something but couldn’t leave the house because you had diarrhea, or found yourself on a beach vacation with constipation, gas, and bloating the whole time. Then recognize that this is a daily reality for too many people.
Beyond discomfort and inconvenience, science has firmly established that some chronic, often debilitating diseases and cancers have in common certain bacterial communities in the gut, so we have more serious reasons to pay attention.
The homeostasis our microbiome constantly interfaces with the rest of the body to maintain has been emphasized by traditional cultures and medicine systems for thousands of years. Maintaining a balance of humors, doshas (types of mind-body structure and energy), elements, fluids, metabolic processes, thermoregulation, systems of circulation, bodily tissues, life airs, biological rhythms, and yin and yang is the crux of traditional preventive medicine, treatment, and vital longevity. Ancient cultures had centenarians too: people who lived to 100 and beyond. They didn’t have hand sanitizer and antibiotics, yet under normal and harsher circumstances than we experience in modern living, they still flourished and humanity survived. In such harsh circumstances without the comforts or conveniences of modern life, how did so many of them make it so long?
Researchers, explorers, travelers, and writers have been looking for a fountain of youth for millennia. They’ve looked under the microscope and in faraway places, hunted herbs, and delved into esoteric practices. They’ve encircled the globe in hopes of finding the “right” climactic or environmental conditions for human existence. Perhaps the wisdom to live with optimal health has been within us all along, and is as unique to each of us as our fingerprints.
That’s right, your microbiome is as individual to you as your DNA, a snowflake in a storm, or your fingerprint. Just as there is only one you, there is only one combo of your individual microbiome. It is interesting to note that the aforementioned ancient medical systems also believed we have unique constitutional tendencies that require specific diet and lifestyle tweaks in order to stay balanced and, therefore, healthy. It is my belief that these ancient prescriptions for ultimate vitality and maximized good health are the best tools we have in lieu of enough science to know how to take optimal care of ourselves and our microbiomes. In other aspects of our lives we speak of the wisdom of the elders. We listen to our matriarchs and patriarchs and look to them for guidance in times of need and turmoil. Perhaps we ought to take this same approach to health and look to the foundational medicines of the East for guidance. They are vital, living systems of medicine in practice all over the world today.
Modern science repeatedly validates the teachings of these ancient medical traditions. What once were thought to be mystifying esoteric concepts are now coming to light as tangible aspects of physical reality. It is so interesting to learn from a modern scientific standpoint just how each of these things works. Take the circadian rhythm, or biological clock, for example. Three American scientists won a 2017 Nobel Prize for their discoveries about how biological rhythms govern human life, yet in Eastern medicine these rhythms have long been understood, and the lifestyle guidance specific to each individual’s mind and body type laid out accordingly.
Likewise, Eastern medicines from both China and India have essential guidelines on how to use the sense of taste to regulate the body. In these traditions each organ is paired with a taste, and each taste activates or inactivates the subtle functions of the associated organs and tissues. Perhaps unsurprisingly, in the past few years scientists have also found bitter taste receptors normally present in the mouth that are widely expressed throughout the body, some in places we might not expect, such as the heart (more about this in chapter 2). And guess what: that correlates with what Eastern medicines have been teaching for millennia.
We now know the microbiome exists, how important it is, and that what it does has even more far-reaching influence over our quality of life than we ever dreamed possible before the last decade. Its maintenance and manipulation could have life-changing consequences for us. Since we don’t currently have all the scientific data on it or how to utilize and maintain it, we can reference the time-tested wisdom of Eastern medicine for guidance. Although some of the terminology and concepts may be unfamiliar to us, they contain potential for great insight. I believe utilizing this knowledge can help each of us achieve our individual potential for the greatest health and quality of life possible. I see it happening in my clinic every single day. If properly understood and used as intended, Eastern medicine can be an invaluable resource to help us not only cope with and overcome mental fogginess, indigestion, fatigue, pain, and so on, but also maintain optimal well-being and profound vitality. And when Western science catches up to the successful practices of Eastern medicine, we will embrace that knowledge too.
Modern scientific research is limited by our current technology, so we can’t possibly have all the answers to what makes the body work. It’s possible that even smaller particles than the metabolites produced by our microbes will be revealed, or perhaps there is an energetic component to the living being that is yet to be “discovered.” This is a perfect example of why we should not only respect the wisdom contained in Eastern medicines, but also seriously consider the wealth of information that comes from them.
There is a lot of information in this book, and there is a lot of information that isn’t in this book. I want to make clear that this is neither a scientific paper nor pseudoscience. It is a delicately balanced blend of what the average intelligent, free-thinking, interested human being needs to know from both a modern scientific and medical perspective and the teachings of Eastern medicine, in order to understand the microbiome in a way that supports healing. I haven’t gone into the cacophony of microbes and where they are and what they do; our knowledge of that is changing every day. What doesn’t change are the guidelines Eastern medicine clearly lays out that we can follow to maintain optimal health.
We do have information on some key players, and those are included. You’ve probably already heard of Lactobacillus, for example, and its role in the gut and vaginal ecology. We know that Prevotella is associated with carbohydrate consumption (thus often dominant in vegans) and ferments dietary fiber into short chain fatty acids that may reduce inflammation. On the other hand, Bacteroides-dominant microbiomes, usually found in those eating diets high in animal products and low in fiber, are associated with increased secondary bile acid production, inflammation, and, as a result, higher risk of gastrointestinal disease. This classification of microbial dominant types, which Western science dubs “enterotypes,” calls to mind the Ayurvedic concept of vikruti, or acquired constitution. Some of the microbes that colonize us sound scary, for example staph (Staphylococcus). It is common; we all have staph on and in us. It is only problematic when the system is somehow compromised and allows it to colonize out of control or take over a bodily tissue.
The terms microbiome and microbiota are often used interchangeably, but in this book I will use microbiome to address the entire mass of microbes in and on us, as well as their collective effects on the mind and body, unless I state specifically to which one I am referring, or it is implied by context. Microbiota refers to the entire collection of microbial communities that contribute to the composition of a human being, but I will veer away from this term for simplicity’s sake. Other terms you will come across are dysbiosis, symbiosis, and commensal. Dysbiosis is an imbalance or malfunction in the microbiome of an individual. Symbiosis occurs when one or two organisms or groups living in close proximity benefit from one another. A commensal relationship is a longterm biological interaction in which one organism or species benefits while the other has a neutral reaction. These definitions as well as others related to the microbiome and Eastern medicine are also provided in the glossary at the back of the book for easy reference.
My interest lies largely in managing the microbiome holistically, using ancient science and wisdom as a guide, and implementing it into daily living. If you perceive the heavy influence of Eastern medicine as pseudoscience, go no further. If, however, you are serious about truly taking charge of your health and are open to living in greater accordance with natural cycles and by common sense in many cases, keep reading. If you’re frustrated with feeling drowsy, bloated, unfocused, or unmotivated; or if your cycles are disrupted, your sleep disturbed, your emotions unpredictable or stuck in one gear, read on! The information contained in this book is for you. It weaves together what we have always known with what we are confirming daily by the scientific method. Why wait another century or more until all of Chinese medicine’s or Ayurveda’s principles are scientifically proven? Prove them in the lab of your own life by using Eastern wisdom to cultivate your microbiome now.
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PART I
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Modern Science Meets Ancient Wisdom


1
Everything but the Kitchen Sink
Exploring the Human Microbiome
For the first half of geological time our ancestors were bacteria.
RICHARD DAWKINS
Don’t take this personally, but you are less than human. At least half of the genetic information that comprises your body and influences your mind—that which makes you feel most human—is actually not human. A substantial amount of your physical and genetic makeup, trillions of cells, are genetically “other.” These other living, and in the case of viruses, nonliving entities are collectively and loosely known as the human microbiome. As mentioned earlier, this collective is so important and has so much impact on our health, longevity, and quality of life that it’s often considered an organ in and of its own right. The little beings that comprise it include bacteria, fungi, and viruses, and we are only now, after hundreds of years of Western medicine and science, finally getting to know them. Our earliest glimpses into the microbial world started in the 1800s, but serious research didn’t really kick into gear until about a decade ago.
The more we learn about this world, the more questions arise. Fueling our curiosity is the hope that the information we glean will lead to the ability to cure diseases or alleviate their symptoms with manipulation of the microbiome. In fact, some scientists are coming to the conclusion that understanding the genetic material of our microbiome is as important as knowing all we can about the human


	Sweet secretions protect what we may think of as symbiotic and commensal (good) microbial communities. More unfavorable microbes eat the glucose that causes the sweet taste. This then activates bitter taste receptors on cells that turn on antimicrobial secretions, keeping the bad guys and gals in check.*1
	Sweet compounds (not glucose), like certain amino acids that are produced by some bacteria, may be suppressive to the antimicrobial secretions, which actually allows the commensal (good) guys to fully colonize.21
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